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Dear Mr.  Massey, 

I have j u s t  re tu rned  from t h e  Shor t  Course on Medical 
Genetics g iven by Drs.  McKusick and Roderick and t h e i r  
colleagues. T h i s  i s  j u s t  a note t o  t h a n k  you  f o r  funding t h e  
course, t o  descr ibe i t s  importance t o  my own scient i f ic  work, and 
t o  s t rong ly  recommend continued funding o f  t h e  course, as I am 
convinced it f i l l s  a un ique niche, and t h a t  it is  irreplacable. I 
have included a le t ter  o f  thanks t h a t  I wrote t o  D r .  
Roder ick -- f rom t h i s  you may be  able t o  i n f e r  (correct ly)  t h a t  t he  
course has already had an enormous impact on  my thinking about 
my own scienti f ic work.  But t o  judge t h i s  accurately, you  would 
have t o  know more about what I do. 

My colleagues and I a t  t he  .N. I .H. are interested in s t u d y i n g  
t h e  genetic and environmental contr ibut ions t o  t h e  d i f ferent ia t ion o f  
n e r v e  cells as represented in t h e i r  f ina l  shape and funct ion.  Th is  
i s  so d i f f i c u l t  a question t h a t  we f e l t  it essential t o  develop a model 
system simpler t han  a mammal o r  even a lower vertebrate.  Other  
inver tebrate model systems f o r  neurophysiology already exist,  but 
we were s t r u c k  by t h e  advantages of cer ta in  f reshwater Pianorbid 
snails. B r ie f l y ,  t h e y  have large, easily accessible neurons, and 
t h e y  can be cu l tu red  readi ly  in t h e  laboratory. We are at tempt ing 
to gain i ns igh t  i n to  t h e  way in which t h e  genome i n s t r u c t s  the  
neuron t o  d i f ferent ia te in to  i t s  f ina l  elaborately branched pat tern.  
To do t h i s  we are employing t h e  same iogic t h a t  has worked so well 
in t h e  s t u d y  of mice: inbreeding t o  produce isogenic l ines from 
var ious backgrounds. We now have almost 200 l ines o f  i n b r e d  
snails f rom al l  ove r  the world, and we a re  looking t o  find 
di f ferences in t h e  s t r u c t u r e  and funct ion o f  t h e i r  n e r v e  cells. 

The  analogy w i t h  the enormous l i b r a r y  o f  i n b r e d  mouse strains 
convinced me t h a t  it would be  a good idea t o  consul t  t h e  staf f  of  
T h e  Jackson Laboratory.  I have a good background in genetics, 
and was famil iar w i th  most o f  t h e i r  publ ished work, and so I was 
astonished a t  t h e  amount I learned in t h e  two-week per iod o f  t he  
course. Simply t h e  discussions w i th  t h e  facu l t y  o f  t h e  Genetics 



course would have made the  en t i re  t r ip worthwhile. Then too, 
many o f  t he  resul ts  tha t  were presented a r e  c u r r e n t l y  unpubl ished 
and would not normally be available fo r  one o r  two years, o r  in 
some cases even longer. Also the re  was t h e  oppor tun i t y  t o  consul t  
w i th  t h e  facu l t y  and the  s taf f  a t  Jackson on some o f  t h e  specif ic 
f i nd ings  and problems t h a t  I had encountered in my own work.  
The  in terest  and enthusiasm was contagious. I was pleased and 
surpr ised t o  find that people were qu i te  interested in t h e  genetics 
of a non-mammalian system, and 1 f ound  the  interact ion v e r y  
beneficial. In summary, t he  en t i re  experience was enormously 
helpful ,  and may well af fect  t h e  f u t u r e  course of my work.  

Because o f  my g rea t  enthusiasm f o r  t h e  effectiveness of t h e  
course, I was deeply d i s tu rbed  t o  hear t h a t  it was possible t h a t  it 
m igh t  n o t  be  of fered in t h e  fu tu re .  I can n o t  think of any th ing  
t h a t  would ef fect ively replace it; I am n o t  aware t h a t  any th ing  l i ke  
it i s  of fered elsewhere. Certainly no advanced u n i v e r s i t y  course in 
genetics could be compared t o  it. I know it has had a dramatic 
e f fect  on  my own outlook and research plans and so I am convinced 
by analogy t h a t  it must be equally important t o  many o f  t h e  other  
workers enrol led in t h e  course. 

I have included a recent r e p r i n t  which describes some of  t h e  
work I have done on  methods f o r  determining t h e  shape o f  n e r v e  
cells. Some o f  t h i s  technology i s  being used in t h e  pro ject  I 
described above. Also, t h i s  method has t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e  general ly 
useful  t o  o ther  neurophysiologists. 

For t h e  reasons given above, 1 feel v e r y  s t rong ly  about t h e  
des i rab i l i ty  o f  cont inuing the  course. I think it would be  an 
irreplacable loss if t h e  pr iv i lege granted t o  me and t o  t h e  o the r  
students were n o t  available in the  f u t u r e  t o  other scientists and 
educators who m igh t  be similarly benefi ted. If the re  i s  any th ing  I 
can do t o  make it more l ike ly  t h a t  t h i s  invaluable oppor tun i t y  wi l l  
be available n e x t  year, I would appreciate you r  l e t t i ng  me know. 

Regards, 

Walter W .  Stewart 

Address:  Room 339, Building 4 
National Inst i tu tes o f  Health 
Bethesda, Maryland 20205 

Phone: 301 -496-3450 


